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Body 


How urgent is urgent? 


For the moment, let's set aside the details in the latest report from the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change and turn instead to climatologist Peter Thorne, one of the report's authors. In a question-and- 
answer session with media after the report's release Monday, the query posed was this: based on current science, 
when could we expect global temperatures to exceed 1.5 C over pre-industrial levels? 


It would be an understatement to describe Thorne's response as bracing. 


"Almost irrespective of our emissions choices in the near term, we will probably reach one and a half degrees in 
the first half of the next decade. The real question is whether our will to reduce emissions quickly means we reach 
one and a half degrees, maybe go a little bit over but then come back down. Or whether we go blasting through one 
and a half degrees, go through even two degrees and keep on going." 


Thorne's time's up response - perhaps better defined as a ticking time bomb response - encapsulates the years- 
long synthesis of scientific, technical and socioeconomic literature produced by more than 700 scientists. The top- 
line conclusion: human activities have unequivocally caused global warming, or what the authors describe as a 
hotter and different world. 


It was a notably cruel irony that as global participants, including Canada, wrangled over the report's final wording in 
Interlaken, Switzerland, Cyclone Freddy was displacing thousands in Malawi, Mozambique and Madagascar. 
Hundreds have died. The full effects are still unknown, beyond the obvious that those least responsible for climate 
change suffer the most and that Freddy appears to be one for the record books. 


Where do we see human influence as the main driver of climate change? The report defines "main driver" as being 
responsible for more than 50 per cent of the change, and breaks out climate indicators by segment. By example, 
the human contribution to sea level rise is defined as "very likely," the ocean heat content increase since the 1970s 
as "extremely likely," and the acidification of the global surface ocean as "virtually certain." The human contribution 
to the warming of the global climate system since pre-industrial times: "fact." On all of this there is now, at last, 
international agreement. 


The importance of that determination cannot be overstated. Since it was established in 1988, the IPCC has issued 
a series of reports building on a first-look assessment of global warming and the conclusion in its first report in 1992 


that it would take a decade or more to reach the unequivocal conclusion of human causation. 


The question to be asked now: where does hope lie? 
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Human beings have the ability to adapt. Effective adaptation measures, from cultivar improvements to wetland 
restoration to urban greening to ramped up adoption of solar, wind and electrification - the report notes that at least 
170 countries and an unknown number of cities include adaptation in their climate policies and planning processes. 


The downside? "Most observed adaptation responses are fragmented, incremental, sector-specific and unequally 
distributed across regions." The largest adaptation gaps were predictably observed among lower-income groups. 
And the benefits of adaptation will decline rapidly at higher temperature levels. 


Meanwhile, fossil fuel emissions reach record highs, private and public finance flows for fossil fuels outpace those 
for climate adaptation and mitigation and the IPCC warns that if drastic action is not taken global warming could hit 
3.2 C by 2100. 


In that context, it was a shrewd move for the UN this week to push harder on wealthy nations, including Canada, to 
reset their carbon neutrality goals to 2040 from 2050. Secretary-General Antonio Guterres called it hitting the "fast- 
forward button" on net zero deadlines. Environment Minister Steven Guilbeault told reporters that a hard look will be 
taken at what the IPCC is proposing. Let's not hold our breath. Canada has yet to meet any of its greenhouse gas 
emission targets. (Toronto advanced its net-zero pledge to 2040 from 2050 a little more than a year ago.) 


2040 is just around the corner. And the IPCC's forecast for 1.5 degrees could be as close as seven years' hence. 
Are we paying attention? Have we stopped listening? 


In his closing remarks, Thorne cited Douglas Adams, author of "The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy." "We are 
beyond the point where ... climate change could be somebody else's problem," he said, urging us all - governments, 


communities, individuals - to stop that thinking. "The future really is in our hands," Thorne said. "The rest of this 
decade is key." 
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